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Introduction  
 The September 11
th
 terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers and the Pentagon 
marked a watershed moment that devastated America, altering an entire people. The 
significance of these attacks particularly affected New Yorkers, myself included, as an 
eleven-year-old living on Long Island at the time. Memories from that day are forever 
imprinted upon my mind, the transformation of planes into bombs and icons into ashes, 
class sizes dwindling every minute as students were picked up from school, and an 
unfamiliar feeling that my home had been turned into an international target. 
 Not until 9/11 and the days following, when school trips were cancelled for fear 
of traveling over bridges and through tunnels, did I realize the potential danger that living 
twenty miles from New York City embodied. Still a child, but old enough to see my 
mother’s tears, my world was forever changed as I took a new interest in the news and 
religiously tracked my family members’ whereabouts. Perhaps what struck me most was 
not the effects on my life, as my parents attempted to shield me as best they could, but the 
clear shift I observed in the adults around me, my uncles’ constant weariness from 
attending far too many funerals and my grandfather’s fear for the world his grandchildren 
had inherited.  
 The magnitude of 9/11, as well as its proximity to New Yorker’s homes and 
everyday lives had lasting traumatic effects, as witnesses attempted to cope with and 
represent the unspeakable. Psychologist James W. Pennebaker, who specializes in trauma 
therapy, argues that victims of traumatic events suffer from an inability to express horror 
beyond representation. The lack of 9/11 expressions sought an outlet through the arts, 
particularly dance. According to Paul Spencer’s cathartic dance theory, movement 
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through dance has served as an alternative means of releasing human anxiety mentally 
and physically, for hundreds of years. Dance and movement therapy more formally 
focuses on this connection between the mind and body to aid patients in recovery. 
Benefits of dance are not restricted to the performer or the therapist’s chair. 
Choreographers and dancers, as well as audiences, may find expression through dance, 
creating a fluid dialogue, and engaging the community.  
 Dances created after 9/11 embody this interpersonal connection, such as Paul 
Taylor’s Promethean Fire. Even if coping with 9/11 trauma was not Taylor’s intent, the 
tragedy so occupied the minds of audiences that the slightest provocation caused viewers 
to assign 9/11 meanings to Taylor’s movement. Taking a more direct approach than 
Taylor, choreographer Sarah Skaggs’s Dances for Airports worked as a form of therapy 
for the author, aiding her in overcoming traumatic 9/11 memories. As her trauma 
transformed into remembrance, so did Skaggs’s choreography transform. What began as 
a reflective self meditative solo, Dances for Airports, developed into a tenth anniversary 
public works project, 9/11 Dance- a Roving Memorial, spanning three cities and breaking 
down the fourth wall between the audience and the performer.
1
  
 Examining dance works produced after 9/11, it is clear that dance cannot be 
separated from the setting in which it was created, for “The entity of dance is not 
separable from the anthropological concept of culture.”2 Through this lens, the affects of 
9/11 are manifested, consciously and subconsciously, in the dance. Critically viewing 
dance works created after 9/11 highlights the role of dance as a form of expressing 9/11 
                                                        
1
Fourth wall is a theater term referring to breaking the boundary between the performer 
and the audience. The first three walls outline the stage space while the ‘fourth wall’ is an 
imaginary wall at the edge of the stages. 
2
Spencer, Paul. Society and the Dance. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, 2. 
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trauma. I continue to explore dance as a means of expression and remembrance through 
my creation of a dance work, Threads. This artistic process engaged both my personal 
experience with 9/11 and my academic findings to demonstrate the role of dance as a 
means of healing in post 9/11 New York.  
Section 1: The Psychosomatic Theory of Inhibition 
 Psychologist and trauma specialist James W. Pennebaker argues that we live in 
“the age of inhibition,” where one is socially encouraged to contain her/his feelings, 
thoughts, and behaviors.
3
 In this age a paradox exists between the perception that sharing 
troubles is unnecessary or weak and the fact that Americans spend billions of dollars on 
therapists each year in an attempt to divulge their secrets. The contradiction between 
these “facts” highlights the gap between what is socially acceptable - solving your own 
problems and not bothering others - and what is the lived reality for many - expressing 
feelings to medical professionals. The psychosomatic theory of inhibition holds that 
without an outlet for release individuals suppress emotion leading to negative 
psychological and physical health effects. Pennebaker argues that releasing inhibitions 
can offer a cure to these ailments of the mind and body. 
Pennebaker defines inhibition as, “an active mechanism of holding back or 
restricting thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in an effort to hide them.”4 Releasing these 
inhibitions is not a simple task for a variety of reasons; one being that it is difficult for a 
patient to acknowledge the connection between their illness and the traumatic event being 
                                                        
3
Pennebaker, James. Opening Up: The Healing Power of Expressing Emotions (New 
York: The Guilford Publications, 1997), 12. 
4Krantz, Anne, “Dancing Out Trauma: The effects of psychophysical expression on 
health ” (PhD diss., California School of Professional Psychology at Berkeley/Alameda, 
1994), 5. 
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repressed.
5
 For instance, a persistent headache may be related to family tensions, yet the 
patient may suppose the headache resulted from a poor night’s sleep and fail to search 
more fully for other causes. Traumatic and emotion-laden events also prevent disclosure 
to others. As Clinical psychologist and dance movement therapist Anne Krantz explains, 
“Victims of sexual abuse or physical assault may experience shame, humiliation, social 
stigmas, or fear of retaliation if they tell someone. To avoid these feared outcomes 
individuals keep their experience secret and inhibit active expression about it.”6 Victims 
of large-scale traumatic events, such as 9/11, often suffer from a loss for words, feeling as 
though their voices have been stripped from them. Similarly, Pennebaker sights Sigmund 
Freud in arguing some issues are so painful that the victim denies their existence, 
utilizing defense mechanisms such as “denial, compulsive behaviors, and even dwelling 
on physical symptoms in order to screen out anxiety and psychological pain.”7 In all 
these traumatic instances internalized repression of trauma and the actual impact of the 
traumatic experience increases the possibility of health risks.
8
    
Health risks result from Pennebaker’s psychosomatic theory of inhibition, in 
which he holds that, “inhibition is physical work,” and the act of repressing traumatic 
memories and internalizing trauma is a constant, although at times subconscious, activity 
of the body.
9
 Accumulation of repression over time creates a physical stressor on the 
body and mind, thus increasing the possibility of stress-related illness. The mental strain 
of holding in trauma is physically manifested in bodily illness, thus, inhibitions can then 
                                                        
5
Pennebaker, Opening Up, 6. 
6Krantz, Anne, “Dancing Out Trauma,” 5. 
7
Pennebaker, Opening Up, 7.   
8
Ibid. 
9
Ibid. 9 
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“affect short-term biological change and long term health.”10 Palm sweating and high 
blood pressure are short-term effects of inhibition detectable through polygraph testing. 
Headaches, back pain, and asthma are examples of longer term physical effects of 
constant repression of trauma.  
The third stage in Pennebaker’s framework is that “inhibition influences thinking 
abilities.”11 Impaired thinking abilities result from a refusal to translate trauma into some 
form of expression such as language and may cause distortion of the memories, 
disturbances from the tragedy, and recollection of that traumatic event. The victims’ 
memories unknowingly become warped due to their inability to share their burdens. 
Pennebaker’s penultimate step is an individual’s belief that confrontation, as opposed to 
inhibition, “reduces the effects of inhibition” therefore decreasing the body’s stress 
level.
12
 Patients are encouraged to discuss their traumas with others; this act alone 
immediately decreases blood pressure levels, signaling a success in the trauma relief 
process through relaxation.
13
 Finally, “confrontation forces a rethinking of events” 
leading to understanding, acceptance, and moving on.
14
 It is imperative for the patient to 
express trauma in some form so that they may then alter their perception of this traumatic 
event. 
Gad Horowitz, a political scientist and Freudian scholar, describes “surplus 
repression” as interference of natural growth that results from living in contemporary 
society.  Horowitz’s process for overcoming “surplus repression” involves three succinct 
                                                        
10
Ibid. 
11
Ibid. 10 
12
Ibid. 
13
Pennebaker, Opening Up, experiment with Joey other case studies 44-56 
14
Pennebaker, Opening Up, 10. 
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steps: denial, working through, and completion.
15
 Self-disclosure or confrontation, crucial 
aspects of Horowitz last two phases, can take many forms including, but not limited to, 
writing, talking, or dancing. These communication methods are beneficial as long as the 
act of confronting trauma reduces work inhibition, thus lowering stress on the body and 
decreasing possibilities of illness.
16
 Although Pennebaker specializes in written text 
expression, psychotherapists employ both verbal and nonverbal forms of catharsis 
through dance, music, and art therapy as means of healing through artistic expression. 
 Compatible with Horowitz’s second step of “working through” a trauma, is 
educator and researcher Dr. Pauline Boss’s “Ambiguous Loss Theory,” which she 
explains as, “any unexpected disappearance, either physical or psychological, of a loved 
one without a trace, [which] prevents mourning and eventually healing of the 
survivors.”17 Boss stresses the importance of creating, often in the form of writing or 
movement, to fill the physical and psychological void left in one’s life by the death of a 
loved one. Such creation is particularly potent in situations like 9/11 where there was no 
physical body to mourn and no psychological closure provided by knowing how the 
individual died. After 9/11, thousands of families buried empty caskets and filled their 
minds with where or how their loved ones perished. Actively creating and filling the void 
in one’s life caused by death can be a means of helping survivors cope with ambiguous 
loss, for instance, through choreographing a dance or building a memorial.  
 In addition to expressing distress, trauma disrupts or disorganizes a victim’s 
                                                        
15
Horowitz, Gad. Repression: Basic and Surplus Repression in Psycho-analytic Theory: 
Freud, Reich and Marcuse (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977), 126. 
16Krantz, Anne, “Dancing Out Trauma,” 10. 
17
Boss, Pauline. "Ambiguous Loss Research, Theory, and Practice: Reflections after 
9/11." Journal of Marriage and Family 66.3 (2004): 552. JSTOR. Web. 3 Mar 
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beliefs, putting reality into question.
18
 Describing the life altering affect 9/11 had on her 
life and career as a dance therapist, Pamela Fairweather recalls:  
 In essence, I found that my ideas of action and reaction, instigation and 
 retaliation, oppression and expression were reformulating as my psychological, 
 political, cultural, theological and ideological world-views were reconfiguring. I 
 was unbelievably uncomfortable.
19
 
Everything that Fairweather had once believed to be true was now called into question as 
she battled with concepts of good and evil.
20
 Many, like Fairweather, in an attempt to 
cope with this disruption of their fundamental beliefs, seek to reformulate and modify 
these beliefs, for what they think to be truth may actually be altered through their 
traumatic experiences. This process of reorganization provides insight into the trauma, its 
origins, and why the victim suffers. Reorganization is a psychological burden and 
emotionally taxing.  
 Cathartic release thus employs two independent learning functions: the rational - 
language and logic-based reformulation of ideas - and the experiential - action and 
emotion- based reorganization of trauma.
21
 Dance is an ideal medium, which combines 
these rational and experimental aspects by being both a cognitive and an emotional 
activity. In the final section of my thesis, my dance work will explore Horowitz’s three 
steps of healing and the role of dance movement therapy in relation to 9/11.  
 
                                                        
18Krantz, Anne, “Dancing Out Trauma,” 12. 
19Fairweather, Pamela. “A Creative Arts Therapist’s Reflections on the Trauma of 
September 11, 2001.” The Arts in Psychotherapy 29 (2002), 145. 
20
Ibid.  
21Epstein, S. “The Self-Concept, the Traumatic Neurosis and the Structure of Personality” 
Perspectives on Personality vol. 3 (1990).  
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Section 2: Dance and Movement Therapy  
Dance as a form of healing can be traced back to Middle Ages Europe, when 
some people used dance to prevent and to cure epidemics.
22
 Despite the long-standing 
link between dance and healing, gaps exist in anthropological scholarship regarding the 
critical role of dance in society. Anthropologist Paul Spencer seeks to fill these gaps 
arguing in favor of dance’s medical and social importance for victims of St. Anthony’s 
fire and the Bubonic Plague. Spencer explains that following harvests, some members of 
poorer communities in Europe experienced painful symptoms of St. Anthony’s fire 
including burning sensations, feelings of suffocation, cramps, twitching limbs, 
convulsions, mental confusion, and hallucinations.
23
 E. Louis Backman, in his writings 
on religious dance, believes the sickness was actually alkaloid poisoning from harvest 
rye. However, victims believed the ailment resulted from a demonic invasion of the body, 
and thus that the illness was sent from God. Therefore, contracting a disease was not a 
hapless accident; rather, the victims were personally responsible for bringing the disease 
upon themselves.  
 St. Anthony’s fire was not the only disease plaguing people in the Middle Ages, 
as intense fear of the Black Death pandemic, which wiped out half of the European 
population, was inescapable. Efforts to treat the disease with typical remedies, such as 
bleeding, purging, cupping, and fasting, proved ineffective and frequently more harmful 
                                                        
22
Spencer, Paul. Society and the Dance. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, 
4. 
23
Ibid, 3.  
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to the patient than the disease itself.
24
  In a desperate attempt to find a cure, 
unconventional remedies such as dancing arose. 
 A “dancing mania” struck the globe. The exact origins of this pandemic dancing 
are still disputed. While some scholars believe that the dancing was an attempt to ward 
off demons, others believe that it was physical manifestation of fear of illness itself. 
Spencer argues that there was a belief that contorting one’s bodily form and dancing to 
mimic the convulsing limbs of symptomatic victims of the plague or St. Anthony’s fire 
would ward off demons, preventing illness. These sharp, uncontrolled convulsing 
movements that spread the globe are manifested in present day modern dance, 
particularly as seen in the abdominal contractions of a Martha Gram’s C curve and Trisha 
Brown’s continuous flailing limbs.25   
                                                        
24
Byrne, Joseph P. The Black Death. Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2004, 
17. 
Lewis Thomas (1979) cited in Kornblum, William. Sociology in a Changing World. 
Canada: Thomson Corporation, 2011.  
25
Martha Graham, a founder of modern American dance, introduced her signature C-
curve, which utilized spinal flections in an unprecedented natural, human like movement. 
This movement also known as a Graham Contraction, drastically contrasted with the 
erect, elongated spine of Ballet or of Isadora Dunkin’s technique.  In Graham’s 
movement the top of the spine, near the neck, and the bottom of the spine, near the 
tailbone, curve into one another creating a C like shape with the entire body.  
Trisha Brown, studied modern dance technique and composition that derived from the 
teachings of Graham, yet her movement style is innovative and unique. Beginning in 
1970 Brown explored alternative dance training, which encouraged her to relearn 
articulation of each body part, thus expanding her range of motion and fluidity. Through 
this training, Brown developed her signature sequential style of fluid joints causing the 
body to perform seemingly impossible movements that are continuous, appearing to have 
no beginning or end, a form of release technique.   
Herman, Ellie and Robert Holmes. “Ellie Herman’s Pilates Alphabet” in Ellie Herman's 
Pilates Props Workbook: Illustrated Step-by-Step Guide, New York: Penguin, 2006, 23. 
Goldburg, Marianna. “Trisha Brown” in Fifty Contemporary Choreographers, edited by 
Martha Bremser and Lorna Sanders, 37-42. New York: Routledge, 1999. 
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E. Louis Backman examines the possibility that symptoms of St. Anthony’s fire, 
which the dancers sought to mimic, were a result of alkaloid poisoning.
26
 He found that 
dancing provided symptomatic relief for victims affected by alkaloid until the poison had 
left their bodies.
27
 Backman argues that the dancing craze therefore provided both 
psychological and physical relief of the dancers’ symptoms. 
What first began as an attempt to survive developed into a “crazed frenzy” that 
some scholars believe may have been dangerous in its own right.
28
 As early are 1374 in 
Aachen, Germany, men and women gathered, forming circles, and hand in hand 
‘dancing’ for hours on end.29 Jerking in delirious hysterics, the group would move until 
they collapsed to the ground due to exhaustion, self induced personal injury, heart 
attacks, or death. At points the “possessed,” gathering in groups up to the thousands, 
would wake from their immobile state only to begin dancing again. Religious and 
spiritual leaders practiced exorcism, prayers, and herbal remedies as treatment for those 
dancing, but soft music proved to be most effective in calming down the patients.  Music, 
however, was far from a panacea for when the music was chaotic it could fuel the dance 
                                                        
26
Backman, E. L. Religious Dances in the Christian Church and in Popular Medicine. 
London: Allen & Unwin, 1952. as cited in Spencer 
27
Rye was a major harvest crop in Middle Ages Europe. Harvest took much longer to 
accomplish and required major inputs of human labor than present day. The beginning of 
wheat harvest varies depending on the region, beginning any time between June to late 
August. Therefore, diseases caused by eating fungus-infected ye became a condition 
presumable in later summer or early fall as the first of an infected rye harvest was being 
consumed.  
Nolan, Mary Lee and Sidney Nolan. Christian Pilgrimage in Modern Western Europe. 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989, 349. 
28
See Byrne (2004), Hecker (2004), Blackman (1952) 
29
Hecker, Justus Friedrich Karl. The Black Death and the Dancing Mania. Kessinger 
Publishing, 2004, 51. 
Stykes 
 
 
11 
11 
to continue and intensify.
30
 This dance of death, known as St. John’s, and later, St. 
Vitus’s dance, spread throughout Europe between the fourteenth and eighteenth 
centuries.
31
  Instances of such dancing increased with the prevalence of pandemic 
illnesses such as the Bubonic Plague.
32
  
The dancing mania spread farther than the epidemic diseases the dances sought to 
prevent. “Death dances” became more than an attempt to restore physical health, they 
became a social custom and a source of physical and psychological relief. Spencer 
suggests that terror itself raised the compulsion to dance and was perhaps relieved 
through the dancing, thus the movement warded off the fear of sickness rather than 
sickness itself. Additionally, relief provided by dance may have been extended into other 
realms of peasant life such as the repressive class structure of the church and feudalism.
33
 
This look at Middle Ages’ epidemic dance illustrates an early example of movement as 
tension release for the community, a concept that is embodied today through dance and 
movement therapy. 
The modern development of dance and movement therapy is explained by Krantz 
as based on the assumption that, “Inner life is manifested in bodily expression and 
behavior, and that through the moving body, emotional states can be changed.”34 Just as 
remnants of Middle Ages’ “maniacal” dancing can be found in Graham and Brown’s 
movement, so can dance therapy trace its roots to the founding fathers and mothers of 
                                                        
30
Ibid. 63 
31
Ibid. 60-63 
32
Ibid. 60-63 
33
Hecker, Justus Friedrich Karl. The Black Death and the Dancing Mania. Kessinger 
Publishing, 2004, 51. 
34
Evan 1978/1991 and Levy 1988 cited in Krantz, Anne, “Dancing Out Trauma: The 
effects of psychophysical expression on health” (PhD diss., California School of 
Professional Psychology at Berkeley/Alameda, 1994), 18.  
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modern dance. Hungarian choreographer Rudolf von Laban (1879-1958) encouraged 
structure in the field of modern dance, making it possible to analyze and notate 
movement by establishing the “universal principles of dance” and by creating a 
professional language of dance that dance therapists could use to describe their work with 
clients.
35
  
Laban’s principles are based on natural physical principles within the body: 
weight, space, time and flow.
36
 The universal principles of dance hold that it is up to the 
individual dancer to interpret, “the manifestations of human mind and spirit, as 
perceivable though dance.”37 Therefore, dance is not simply the movement of bodies 
through space and time, but it is also the physical manifestation of the mind and the spirit 
of both the dancer and the choreographer. These principles are crucial to dance and 
movement therapy, which emphasize the link between the body and the mind through the 
belief that the subconscious may be manifest through movement.  
Paul Spencer argues that Laban believes, “Man feels the urge to dance after the 
disturbances and frustrations of everyday life,” thus encouraging the theory of dance as a 
safety value to release mental pressures.
38
 This idea is directly in line with Spencer’s 
cathartic dance theory; that emotions, which have no natural form of release, are 
translated into toxic nervous energy. Harnessed negative energy continues to grow and 
                                                        
35
Halprin, 61. 
Universal principles of dance is a common term among dancers understood to refer to 
Laban’s work. 
36
Ibid.  
37Dörr, Evelyn and Lantz, Lori. “Rudolf von Laban: The "Founding Father" of 
Expressionist Dance.” Dance Chronicle Vol. 26, No. (2004): 10. 
Rudolf van Laban, Lange 1975:22, cited in Spencer, Society and the Dance, 2.  
38
Spencer, Society and the Dance, 5.  
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affect the body mentally and physically until a natural outlet is provided.
39
 Dance and 
movement therapy argue that, in some cases, dance may act as a safety valve to release 
these negative energies and encourage healing. 
American choreographer Isadora Duncan (1878-1927) moved dance out of the 
realm of strict entertainment and into the field of social betterment and serious debate, 
through her creation of free-flowing movement of self-expression and individualism.
40
 
Duncan’s Grecian oriented movement supports the “morality of motion” highlighted in 
Judson Sause’s article “The Art of Dancing,” which cites the benefits of dancing in 
descending order of importance: “physical development, freedom and grace of motion, 
social culture, morality, recreation, and, at the end of the list, enjoyment.”41  For Duncan, 
dance’s role was to improve the inner-being through outward behavior.42  Her delicate 
childlike choreography and seemingly chaste dancers, the “Isadorable,” were meant to 
appear pure and uncorrupted, in theory if not application, changing society one dance at a 
time. Duncan’s approach to dance as a social changer is still used in dance and movement 
therapy, particularly as seen through community-embedded dancing and its ability to alter 
the view of both the performer and the audience.
43
  
                                                        
39
Ibid.  
40Daly, Ann. “Isadora Duncan's Dance Theory.” Dance Research Journal, Vol. 26, No. 2 
(Autumn, 1994), 25. 
Halprin, Daria. The Expressive Body in Life, Art, and Therapy: Working with Movement, 
Metaphor and Meaning. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2003, 60. 
41
Judson Sause, The Art of Dancing, (Chicago, New York, San Francisco: Belford, 
Clarke& Co. Publishers, 1889), 128, cited in Daly 25. 
42
Daly, 25. 
43Community embedded dance is often performed in public spaces removing barriers 
between the dancers and the audience. Often times community embedded dance seeks to 
express political or cultural messages. 
Skaggs, Sarah. Interview by author. Transcript of phone interview. Williamsburg, VA., 
March 17, 2012.  
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Ruth St. Denis (1877-1968) and her partner, Ten Shawn (1891-1972), 
incorporated ritual and spiritual roots into popular American modern dance with their 
fusion of spiral form, mysticism, voluptuousness, and erotica.
44
 Seeking unity with a 
higher power through dance, as well as ticket sales, St. Denis incorporated themes and 
myths from Eastern cultures and esoteric teaching into her movement, although always 
through a western gaze.
45
 Speaking of the power of dance to transcend cultural 
boundaries St. Denis argues, “As we rise higher in the understanding of ourselves, the 
national and racial dissonance will be forgotten in the universal rhythms of Truth and 
Love. We shall sense our unity with all peoples who are moving to the exalted rhythm.”46 
This exploration of dance as a unifying force through international themes has fueled 
some dance therapists’ efforts to tackle international issues and to transcend language 
barriers.   
German choreographer Mary Wigman (1886-1973) experimented with 
improvisational methods of choreography, lending a voice to the inner life and 
unconscious expression of the individual.
47
 In her writing, Wigman stresses that there is 
no formatted technique for the creation of a dance; each process of composition is 
                                                        
44
Halprin, 60. 
Jacob’s Pillow Dance Interactive. “Ruth St. Denise.” Accessed April 2, 2012. 
http://danceinteractive.jacobspillow.org/dance/ruth-st-denis. 
Jacob’s Pillow Dance. “Ted Shawn.” Accessed April 8, 2012. 
http://www.jacobspillow.org/exhibits-archives/ted-shawn.php. 
45
Martin, Randy. Critical moves: dance studies in theory and politics. London: Duke 
University Press, 1998, 167-179. 
46
Ruth St. Denise quoted in Kryder, Rowena Pattee. Sacred Ground to Sacred Space: 
Visionary Ecology, Perennial Wisdom, Environmental Ritual and Art. New Mexico: Bear 
& Company Publishing, 1994, 114. 
47
Krantz,19. 
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unique.
48
 Therefore, as a dance develops so do the rules and themes for that piece, slowly 
bringing order to form and function. This concept of improvisational dance, movement 
occurring naturally in the body with no premeditation, is often employed by dance and 
movement therapists to encourage patients to relax and allow their subconscious to speak 
through movement. When speaking of form and function, Wigman ties together the 
contributions of Laban, Duncan, and St. Denis saying, “Expression is a metamorphosis of 
subconscious, spiritual emotion into conscious, physical tangibility. Function is the 
power given us to use the body as an instrument for visible portrayal of change in our 
emotion.”49 It is this modern dance groundwork, the linking of the physical to the 
psychological, and the power of movement to alter internal sentiment, which dance and 
movement therapy has used as a spring board to validate and codify artistic therapy as a 
discipline.  
Modern dance and movement therapy was also influenced by some aspects of 
psychoanalysis, regarding the link between the body and its emotions as well as the 
power of nonverbal communication.
50
 Essential to dance is the use of the body as a voice 
to express more adequately what words have difficulty conveying. A follower of Freud, 
Wilhelm Reich, argued that psychological trauma and anxiety manifests physically 
through “muscular armor,” a direct link between the psychological and the muscular.51 
This term describes a tensing of muscles in repression or defense of anxiety, hate, or 
sexual feeling. The tension of muscles, in the face, limbs, or torso, holds back movement 
                                                        
48
Newhall, Mary Anne Santos. Mary Wigman. New York: Routledge, 2009, 87. 
49
Mary Wigman (1973: 87) as quoted in Newhall, Mary Anne Santos. Mary Wigman. 
New York: Routledge, 2009, 87. 
50
Freud, Sigmund. The Ego and the Id. London: Hogarth Press, 1927, 19-33. 
51
Reich, Wilhelm. Character Analysis. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1949.  
Reich, Wilhelm. The Function of the Orgasm. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973. 
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and feeling as a defense mechanism.
52
 It can be argued that by linking Reich’s muscular 
armor theory and Pennebaker and Horowitz’s theories of cathartic release, dance serves 
as a release mechanism to loosen the muscle armor, in doing so release trauma.
53
  
Continuing this link between the body and the mind, the American Dance Therapy 
Association states that dance therapy is “the psychotherapeutic use of movement to 
further the emotional, cognitive, physical and social integration of the individual.”54 
Dance therapy was recognized as a medical field in the 1940’s. While becoming a dance 
therapist requires a graduate degree, therapeutic release through dance is for all people, 
pedestrian or professional dancer. One study for Arts in Psychotherapy investigated the 
effects of a dance intervention on decreasing depression and increasing positivity for 
psychiatric patients diagnosed with depression. The study demonstrates the efficacy of 
dance over other art forms in alleviating depression and increasing vitality for non-
dancers.
55
 As this study illustrates, no prior training in dance is needed to find relief 
through movement. Nonetheless, dancers and non-dancers may require different 
approaches to the dance therapy treatment because of dancers’ familiarity with their 
bodies and movement from years of training. In fact, dancers’ heightened awareness of 
their bodies often means that they find relief from dance without any formal treatment. 
Professional dancer and choreographer, Patrick Corbin, uses dance as catharsis, 
explaining, with dance “I work though…you are focusing and the world drifts away and 
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you are working on a dance.”56 For dancers, the act of dance itself can be self-medicating 
as evidenced in the life of dance scholar and lifelong performer, Mary Edsall.  
Edsall, over forty years of age, was surprised when choreographer Philip Grosser 
asked her to dance in his new work, Urgent Package, especially since it had been ten 
years she had danced publicly.
57
 Intimidated by more technically advanced younger 
dancers in the cast, and embarrassed by her physical shape, Edsall was ambivalent about 
participating in Grosser’s work, yet she accepted the challenge. Notably, Edsall was also 
recovering from bulimia and had been engaged in therapy for several months before the 
rehearsal process began. Unexpectedly, Edsall regained her confidence and rectified her 
estranged relationship with dance through Grosser’s emphasis on improvisation and 
individuality. In returning to dance in a safe, positive, environment that contrasted with 
her younger, self-absorbed and physically abusive relationship with dance, Edsall was 
able to find, “an honest place inside me, conveyed through personal voice.”58  
Edsall describes in great detail the personal improvisation exercises that 
choreographer Philip Grosser introduced in rehearsals for Urgent Package. Working 
personally with Edsall, Grosser first had her draw a picture of herself, as she believed she 
was at that time they began rehearsal. Then, under his guidance, she improvised 
movement with the image of her drawing in mind. Employing the common modern 
technique of improvisation, Grosser then solidified the extemporaneous movement 
creating permanent phrases, or extended periods of movement. This choreographic tool 
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of improvisation enables the choreographer to gain inspiration from her/his dancers. 
Through modifying and altering the improvised movement, the choreographer cultivates 
the movement so it embodies the images and concepts that the choreographer seeks to 
express. Therefore, what begins as improvisation of the dancer is molded by to the 
likeness of the choreographer and is permanently set to become choreography.  
Reviewing the movement Edsall spontaneously created through improvisation, 
she then deconstructed her initial improvised phrase. A phrase can be described as a 
series of movements. Comparing dance to language, it can be said that a movement is 
like a word and a phrase is like a sentence. Moving on the random impulse of 
improvisation, Edsall explains: 
I moved forcibly, as if to shield my spine from the front of the room (the 
 audience, the world). Using my breath as my guide after three or four undulations, 
 I propelled my upper body, initiated by the top of my head, into a whirling turn to 
 the right. My lower arms and hands pushed the space aside to allow my body to 
 rotate. It felt as though I was being pulled in circles, like a parent pulling the 
 handle of a child's wagon. As I went around in this whirl, my head finally became 
 free and moved in relation to the rest of my spine as I spun into a vertical position, 
 my feet and legs, stopping the tornado like force, landing in second position 
 parallel.
59
 
Reflecting upon this movement series, Edsall discovered direct connections between the 
movement described and both her drawing and her past traumatic experiences. What 
resulted was a “performative metaphorical movement phrase, indicative of the 
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therapeutic journey” towards selfhood.60 For instance, the image of a wagon in her 
movement represented her early childhood traumas and whirlwind movement 
characterized her adult neuroses. Edsall explains that these movements “indicated my 
unconscious desire to express through drawing, text, and movement the psychoneurotic 
condition of my consciousness in the moment of improvisation.”61  
 While creating the movement Edsall was unaware of the significance or the 
meaning behind each movement. Dance became a vehicle of subconscious expression, a 
communication whose intent she had no intention of revealing. In this sense, dance may 
elicit emotions that dancers repressed and expression of these traumas can lead to 
healing. Movement empowered Edsall to further investigate and move through her past 
emotional and psychological traumas by simultaneously working closely with her 
choreographer and her therapist, essentially creating her own form of dance and 
movement therapy. Speaking of this process, Edsall recalls,  
The psychological embodiment of my past as exemplified in the improvised 
phrase gave me newfound will and courage to acknowledge the post-trauma I was 
experiencing in therapy and work towards recovery. I used the dance as a 
therapeutic release. I developed an energy and movement presence reflecting 
confidence and wisdom that motivated the quality of my performance
62
 
Through cathartic dance, Edsall came to realize that she was not alone, thus becoming 
more “free and receptive to challenge and change.”63 Similar to New Yorkers after 9/11, 
self-understanding through dance enabled Edsall to connect with a larger community of 
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others like herself.  
Section 3: Dancing Trauma 
 On September eleventh, 2001, the day two planes hit the Twin Towers killing 
2,819 people, Paul Taylor and his dancers were in the studio rehearsing.
64
 On that day, 
less than two miles away from Ground Zero, then seventy-one year old choreographer 
Paul Taylor, and his dancers, stood on the roof of the studio, from which they could see 
the Towers burning. According to Charles Reinhart, one of Taylor’s dearest friends, at a 
loss, with the company not knowing what to do, Taylor said, “Let’s go in the studio and 
work, that’s what we can do.”65 Patrick Corbin, a dancer in the Taylor company for 
fifteen years similarly recalls, “I was teaching dance class that day at the Taylor school 
and we were well aware of what was going on, and we went on with the class and danced 
through, because, first of all, where else are you going to go, and you have to go on.”66 
Promethean Fire was created by Paul Taylor in this environment with the perseverance 
to continue working despite attempts to destroy.
67
   
 Originally commissioned by The American Dance Festival (ADF), Promethean 
Fire was first performed June 6, 2002 for their summer season in Durham, North 
Carolina.
68
  Parisa Khobdeh saw the piece premier and would later join the Taylor 
Company in 2003 to dance Promethean Fire in one of her first performances. Although 
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Khobdeh does not personally use dance as a means of expression, finding this concept 
‘self-indulgent,’ watching Promethean Fire she felt a connection to the piece and to the 
community around her saying, “It was a cathartic experience because in watching…I 
thought, that is what I want to do, that is how I want to move and live my life.”69 
Khobdeh was not alone in her the feeling that watching Promethean Fire made sense of 
her current difficulties; for many the piece became a source of strength and self-
understanding. 
 The musical accompaniment, Toccata and Fugue in D Minor and Corale Prelude 
(BMV 680), was composed by J.S. Bach and transcribed by Leopold Stokowski, is an 
essential element to the dance, adding instant gravity to the piece with its minor key. 
Santo Loquasto crafted costume and set design, a heavy black velvet unitard with fabric 
coming to a V at the center of the body. Jennifer Tipton designed the dramatic lighting 
with burned shades of red setting the stage afire.
70
 Promethean Fire’s grave and dignified 
music, the uncharacteristic prevalence of high off-balance lifts, and the physical collapse 
of bodies onto a heap on the floor, all evoke imagery associated with the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks.
71
 These powerful allusions to 9/11 caused the majority of critics to suggest a 
possible connection between the attacks and this dance work. Starkly vertical skyscrapers 
and girder-like forms which collapse into limp bodies on the floor in fetal position, and 
bright red lights resembling fire, paired with austere black smoke and ash-like velvet 
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costumes, all add validity to the audience’s response projection of their 9/11 trauma onto 
this work.
 72
  
 Despite the chilling similarity to the 9/11 terrorist attacks on New York, Paul 
Taylor does not officially endorse these interpretations of his dance. However, the 
program of Promethean Fire vaguely alludes to 9/11 in reproducing a quote from 
Shakespeare’s tragedy Othello: “That can thy light relume.”73 In this play, Othello refers 
to "Promethean heat," rather than Promethean fire, just before he murders his wife 
Desdemona. He is holding a candle, and says, "Put out the light, and then put out the 
light."
74
  The first "light" here refers to the candle; the second to the "light" is 
Desdemona's life.  He notes that a candle can be relit, but not a life ("I know not where is 
that Promethean heat/That can thy light relume").
75
  In a way, Othello is the anti-
Prometheus here, whereas Prometheus stole fire from the Gods and gave it to humanity 
and is thus a hero to humanity. Othello plays God in this scene, judging Desdemona and 
murdering her for her alleged crimes; he "steals" human "fire."
76
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 Taylor’s reference to this scene may be interpreted as a commentary on human 
beings who play the role of God by taking the lives of others. On September 11
th
, 
terrorists who, like Othello, believed that they were carrying out the desires of God stole 
thousands of lives unjustly. Taylor, along with Othello, muses over the finality of death 
and the mortality of human life symbolized as a light. In only quoting “Can thy light 
relume” from the play, Taylor is challenging the city of New York and turning this 
statement into an interrogative, asking if New York will rise above the 9/11 attacks. 
Whether referencing 9/11 or larger themes of rebirth, according to Khobdeh, on the first 
day of rehearsal Taylor told his dancers, “When you fall, you get up again.”77 In many 
ways, firefighters, policemen and civilians in the days following September 11
th 
embodied this sense of strength exhibited both in Promethean Fire and Prometheus’s role 
as the savior of humanity. As writer and public commentator Susan Faludi explains, after 
9/11 there was a resurgence of traditional rescue narratives in the popular media.
78
 
Civilians were transformed into heroes through masculine narratives portraying 
firefighters as “cowboys of yesterday” and “medieval warriors” who rescue the damsels 
in distress, similar to Prometheus’ heroic rescue of humanity.79 
 Despite this connection between Taylor’s chosen quote from Othello and 9/11, 
Taylor himself never explicitly articulated a direct connection between 9/11 and 
Promethean Fire. The movement does, however, differ from his typical work, especially 
the focal point of the piece, the duet choreographed on Patrick Corbin and Lisa Viola, 
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which embodies Faludi’s claim of a post-9/11 resurgence of hero narratives. Speaking of 
the duet Corbin says, “The duet was about conflict and conflict resolution and struggle 
within a relationship.” Corbin explains that this is only one of two duets in Taylor’s 
repertoire in which the dancers’ partnership is not mutual. He explains, “lifts were more 
along the lines of classical man lift woman…more internal verse weight sharing,” as 
opposed to Taylor’s more characteristic strong woman with an upright upper body lifts. 
This imagery of a heroic male celebrating and holding a suffering woman resurrects for 
many memories of 9/11 heroes.  
 Taylor’s refusal to link Promethean Fire with 9/11 may be an attempt to highlight 
the value of his art as “pure dance,” replete with aesthetic value independent of the social 
and emotional trauma it evokes. For some audience members, 9/11 imagery was 
recognizable in the dance, but overpowered by the architectural energy of the 
choreography. For instance, Khobdeh says 
 There was one point where I thought, I wonder if this is an ode to 9/11, because 
 all of the dancers in the very beginning before the curtain goes up are just 
 standing there, men and women. They all kind of look like skyscrapers. They look 
 like the profile of the city. But then I quickly, completely disengaged from that 
 thought and I experienced the dance.
80
 
Khobdeh continues to explain that 9/11 in the history of humanity is a small catastrophe 
and Promethean Fire is something more universal, it is “hope that overcomes fear.”81 
The ambiguity of Promethean Fire allows the audience to make its own decisions as to 
the piece’s message, regardless of choreographer intent. Taylor’s longstanding position 
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that all gesture and spatial compositions have dramatic meaning, however, encourages 
one to look beyond the surface level of his choreography for a deeper meaning. In the 
case of Promethean Fire, most critics would argue that the deeper message is New 
York’s ability to rebound after the 9/11 terrorist attacks.82 
 Paul Taylor’s work, Promethean Fire, illustrates this complexity of determining 
choreographer intent. While critics such as Kisselgoff, Dunning, and Rogoff all 
acknowledge a link between the work and 9/11, Taylor does not, and although one may 
hypothesize, Taylor’s motive to ignore this connection is unknown.83 Therefore, 
Promethean Fire’s association with 9/11 exists mainly in the critics and audience’s belief 
that such a connection is present and the material’s adaptability to support this claim. 
Some members of the broader New York community united behind this piece because 
watching it they felt a sense of strength and unity, which was exactly what many believed 
the terrorists had set out to destroy. As Corbin recalls 
 People were grateful for it (Promethean Fire) in the larger community, 
 although I don’t think Paul himself would say that it had to do with September 
 11
th,
 it was not his “September 11th dance.” He doesn’t normally like to make 
 reactive pieces that way. They are more about the general human condition, but 
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 the general human condition at that time was sort of ...the idea of rising from the 
 ashes ...our spirit is not dead, our spirit is stronger and we will rise and pick up the 
 pieces and start again. 
 As Corbin acknowledges, Taylor never directly states the role of 9/11 in the 
creation of Promethean Fire, yet the work abstractly engages the tragedy through its 
movement and supporting elements. Drawing meaning from the dance, viewers and 
critics, with 9/11 raw in their minds, related and empathized with the movement. 
Therefore, inadvertently or intentionally, Taylor utilizes dance as a means of expressing 
and coping with 9/11. Choreographer Sarah Skaggs also partook in cathartic dance after 
9/11, although her approach with Dances for Airports was more direct than Taylor’s 
Promethean Fire.
84
 
 Skaggs, like Taylor, was geographically close to ground zero, living just twenty 
blocks from the World Trade Center at the time of the terrorist attacks, in the Little Italy. 
On that infamous day, she “saw the whole thing.”85 During the crisis and the chaos, 
Skaggs converted into emergency mode. She describes herself as being extremely calm, 
almost too calm, and highly functioning- there was a “sense of urgency,” a need to get 
things done, such as go to the bank and help friends.
86
 Functioning for survival, 
underneath the forced calm, Skaggs was in shock, keeping herself busy with immediate 
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relief efforts so she did not have to think about the attacks or their consequences. 
Skaggs’s initial response was to ignore the effects the attacks had upon all aspects of her 
life. It was not until much later that the reality of 9/11 caught up with her in a physical 
response that she originally thought was a heart attack. 
 Sarah Skaggs was not diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (P.T.S.D.) 
until months after 9/11,an illness which she and her doctor came to understand as the 
cause of her “heart attack.”87 It was difficult for Skaggs to acknowledge the  effects 9/11 
was having on her body, having grown up being taught that one was “not supposed to get 
sick.”88 These internal troubles manifested physically in an inability to eat or sleep for 
weeks following the tragedy. Doctors wanted to remedy these symptoms of P.T.S.D. 
through anti-depressants, but Skaggs did not want medication in the form of pills.
89
 
Rejecting more traditional treatments, Skaggs instead looked to the things she loved for 
relief; she continued to dance. However, movement did not come easily. 
 Recalling her reaction to 9/11, Sarah Skaggs explains, “I thought: After 
something like this, dance — which to me is something joyous, ecstatic, athletic — what 
can dance do after this disastrous time?”90 Skaggs’s question highlights the uncertain role 
of the arts in a traumatic setting. During difficult times does one cling to art as a means of 
expression or shun it as a frivolous pleasure? Skaggs is not the first to confront the place 
of art after tragedy. Philosopher Theodor Adorno deemed art frivolous when he 
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contemplated any possible artistic reaction to the Holocaust remarking, “After 
Auschwitz, to write even a single poem is barbaric.”91 Adorno may be arguing that the 
atrocities of the Holocaust were so horrific that poetry was an inadequate means of 
expression; that the crimes of Auschwitz were too monstrous to be recreated or spoken of 
as to do so would be a dishonor to the lives lost. 
 This inability to represent the trauma suffered during World War II is studied by 
psychoanalyst, Dori Laub, who explains, “the imperative to tell the story of the Holocaust 
is inhibited by the impossibility of telling and, therefore, silence about the truth 
commonly prevails.”92 An inability to find a proper medium of expression for a traumatic 
experience results in silence on the matter, which has the potential to do harm to the 
individual trying to “contain” these stories. Silence also prevents the formation of 
supportive communities and outreach to others suffering from similar distress. This 
argument is not exclusive to the Holocaust as witnesses to traumatic events often find 
themselves unable to speak of their experiences. This paralysis causes the suppressed 
traumatic memories to foster pain and become distorted, sometimes to the extent that 
survivors doubt the reality of the event itself.
93
 In the aftermath of 9/11 some survivors of 
the terrorist attacks, such as Taylor and Skaggs, faced an inability to communicate their 
sentiment through traditional means of voice or pen and found release in creating art that 
physically expressed what could not be said.   
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 Skaggs experimented with this link between the body and the mind, unexpectedly 
finding a cure for her P.T.S.D., through her dancing. She also answered her own question 
of what dance can do in a disastrous time; one role of dance after terror is that of healing. 
After 9/11, Skaggs, who had been running a dance company in New York, was unable to 
move in her traditional style of fast energy and traveling patterns.
94
 As she explains, her 
characteristic movement before 9/11 was “minimalist in origins but expressionistic in 
outcome.”95 However, in the dance studio after 9/11, Skaggs was unable to participate in 
these ecstatic dance forms. Her movement vocabulary changed and moved away from 
more high-energy work, which was once so fitting of her lifestyle. After the 9/11 attacks 
Skaggs said her former kinetic ways of moving were “not appropriate for where we are in 
the real world.” Therefore, she began to experiment with the art of stillness in dance, a 
contradictory yet powerful choreographic tool. 
 Around this time, Skaggs was introduced to Bang on a Can’s re-recording of 
Music for Airports, originally composed by Brian Eno in 1978.
96
 Skaggs was particularly 
struck by Eno’s view of music’s role in bringing art and life together. Similar to her new 
style of dancing, Eno’s meditative music was unlike any score Skaggs had worked with 
before. The music is slow with pregnant pauses, which create an emotive environment 
that challenged Skaggs’s relationship with music. Her dance slowed and became more 
reflective, focusing on moving through time as opposed to filling up time. In turn, Skaggs 
began to question what time means to dance. 
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 Skaggs’s new form of movement unconsciously embodied the principles of 
Babette Rothschild, body-psychotherapist and specialist educator in the treatment of 
trauma and P.T.S.D. Rothschild argues that the most practical tool for treating P.T.S.D. is 
to employ the client’s own awareness of the state of her body- the perception of precise, 
coexisting sensations that arise from external and internal stimuli.
97
 The meditative 
quality of Eno’s score encouraged Skaggs to complement the music with slower 
movement, forcing internal meditation on 9/11 and the traumatic affects it had on her life. 
Creating Dances for Airports enabled Skaggs to translate sensations and impulses of the 
body into movement and eventually choreography.
98
 
 Skaggs muses over this dilemma saying, “These two ideas — dance and 9/11 — 
don’t necessarily go together.”  Yet in her own life she found that to improve her health 
Skaggs needed to employ her best weapon, her command of movement.
99
 Skaggs’s 
choreographic process for Dances for Airports began on 9/11. This is not to say that 
dance was on her mind that day, rather, the affect of 9/11 pervaded her movement 
material to the extent that Skaggs could not break free of the images of the attacks. In an 
interview Skaggs said, “I couldn’t escape it (9/11), could not move on to new 
choreography, could not find a new topic. We live in a disastrous time. What is the role 
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of this dancing?”100 In order to transcend 9/11, Skaggs first needed to confront the 
tragedy through her dancing. 
 Choreographing Dances for Airports, Skaggs limited her range of motion and 
movement vocabulary. Contrary to her earlier works, which were leg and movement-
centered, Skaggs’s post 9/11 dance concentrates on the arms, choreographing slicing 
motions and highly detailed gestures. Additionally, she restricted her path choice to 
designated locations. As opposed to her earlier work, focused on traveling motion, 
Dances for Airports is structured into stations similar to the Catholic Stations of the 
Cross. Skaggs would walk to one position, or station, and perform a cluster of movement. 
The cluster of movement, reminiscent of a short prayer, can be described as a long 
phrase, or series of motions, that is about a one-minute long. Then, Skaggs would move 
to her next predetermined location and perform a different cluster of body movements. 
Skaggs intentionally choreographed Dances for Airports with no transitions or traveling 
steps between phrases, resulting in series of abrupt stops and starts, similar to the rocky 
lives of many Americans after 9/11. 
 Much of the movement in Dances for Airports is reflective of Skaggs’s inner 
battle with the trauma of 9/11, similar to Edsall’s journey towards self-understanding 
through dancing in Grosser’s Urgent Package. For instance, Skaggs crosses her hands in 
waiting worry and rocks herself in trauma, trying to find a sense of calm, as one might 
have done upon learning about the terrorist attacks. Likewise, Skaggs’s spinning motion 
alludes to “trance” dancing, the idea of connecting with a higher power through dance, as 
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frequently appears in spiritual dance forms such as the whirling dervishes.
101
 Skaggs does 
not beg for audience approval through crowd pleasing high legs or arabesques. Instead, 
she focuses attention on the arms and the torso, bowing with a flat back in reverence and 
remembrance, a powerful statement in its simplicity and its stillness. Skaggs’s 
choreography is strikingly potent, yet she is flexible with the interpretation of her 
creation, allowing the audience to apply their own meaning to the motions of the dancer. 
For instance, referencing the meaning of her choreography Skaggs remarks, “the 
audience may read as much as they want into that.”102 
 At the premier of Dances for Airports in 2007 for the American Dance Festival at 
Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, Skaggs strategically placed herself so that 
there was no center of the room, leaving perspective to the audience, a contrast to the 
concert dance venue of Promethean Fire. In a black box theater filled with theater fog, 
Skaggs stood at the edge of her artistic canvas, or dance floor, in a portal doorway of 
light.
103
 The only light in the theater was that which spilled in through other rooms of the 
building and small lights under the seats. This ambient light, when paired with the fog, 
distorted vision, giving the audience the appearance of walking into a bombed out room, 
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creating an emotive environment. On a screen played a recorded film of Skaggs 
performing and then Skaggs herself emerged and began to dance.
104
  
 After the sixteen-minute dance in which Skaggs’s spoke without words, the 
audience’s reaction was strong and mainly positive. Skaggs recalls that some people cried 
and thought it was beautiful, but mostly the audience felt Dances for Airports was 
different, really different than any work Skaggs had created before.
105
 Reflecting five 
years later, Skaggs muses that she has a feeling the dance was more for herself than for 
the audience.
106
 This is not to say that the movement was internalized or selfish but rather 
that Skaggs was so consumed by her movement and where she was at that point in her 
life and healing process that she was unable to see moments in the piece that could have 
been edited or altered.   
 Integral to Dances for Airports was that the piece was choreographic medicine. 
The dance began as a form of personal healing, what Skaggs needed at that point in her 
trauma recovery process. As mentioned earlier, movement taught Skaggs how to cope 
and eventually move past 9/11 traumas. However, the dance was not exclusively self-
centered, for equally important as personal benefits, is the fact that Dances for Airports 
was created to help survivors of 9/11. Skaggs’s original intention was to perform her solo 
in airports, particularly John F. Kennedy Airport in New York City.
107
 Skaggs’s idea 
behind this concept was that airports, before and especially after 911, are typically tense, 
anxious spaces replete with strict security, missed flights, and nervous travelers. Dance 
has the ability to evoke calm in the midst of this tension. Performers, as well as 
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audiences, may experience a kinesthetic response to the dance, which is meditative and 
may alleviate anxiety.
108
 Skaggs hoped Dances for Airports would mitigate travel 
troubles through dance, especially after 9/11 and the increased fears of terrorism in 
airports.
109
  
 Unsurprisingly, this new threat of terrorism also made the process of attaining 
permits to dance in airports, especially in New York City, quite difficult. Skaggs did, 
however, find a venue for her art, at the American Dance Festival. As mentioned earlier, 
she attempted to blur the line between performer and audience through ambient lighting 
and fog, giving an interactive dance experience similar to and experience that would 
occur in a public setting such as an airport. Even after her performance, Skaggs was 
transfixed on Dances for Airports, restaging and recreating the piece over the course of 
ten years in multiple venues and for varying audiences. What first began in 2001 as a solo 
voice became the voice of many as Dances of Airport was converted into a film with the 
collaboration of Jung-eun Kim, commissioned for a small company in Pittsburgh (2005), 
performed at the 92
nd
 Street Y in New York City (2011), remade for four students of 
Dickinson College, and eventually transformed into a mass community dance project in 
three cities called 9/11 Dance- A Roving Memorial.
110
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 Skaggs translated her solo, Dances for Airports, into a piece for dancers of 
varying abilities and ages, ranging from 20 to70 years old, creating a 9/11 tenth 
anniversary living memorial.  This large-scale community-embedded dance sprang out of 
Skaggs’s inability to secure performance space in downtown New York. Rather than be 
frustrated by this obstacle, Skaggs took the dance to the street. She realized that ten years 
after 9/11, her original dark solo was no longer what the community needed; a large 
public arts project was more fitting for the “do-it-yourself” culture and a memorial was 
more appropriate than a dance fueled by trauma.
111
 From this innovative, positive 
mindset 9/11 Dance- A Roving Memorial was created. The dance was simultaneously 
performed on September 11, 2011 from noon until  three p.m. in New York (Union 
Square Park, Washington Square Park, Battery Park), Washington D.C. (National 
Museum of Women in the Arts, the National Postal Museum and the Arts on Foot 
Festival), and Shanksville, Pennsylvania (Opening Gate - Flight 93 National Memorial 
Park).
112
 Uniting dancers and audience members of varying ages and backgrounds, 
Skaggs involved the community in her creation, establishing an intersection between 
social and concert dance. The dance, in essence, an enlarged version of Dances for 
Airports, followed a similar structure. Dancers would assemble in a specific place, such 
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as Union Square, to perform. Then slowly, head bowed, they would walk from one 
location to the next, often attracting a crowd of intrigued bystanders along the way.
113
 
 Originally, Skaggs held auditions for dancers, but she soon realized that to deny 
the experience of participating in her memorial would be contrary to the dance’s 
community healing goal.
114
 Therefore, all dancers were allowed to participate in the 
performance as long as they learned the choreography. Carla Perlo, founding director of 
Dance Place in Washington D.C., a studio that helped produce the D.C. branch of Roving 
Memorial, notes that some dancers came to rehearsal just for the experience, to explore 
tragedy through dance, and did not actually intend to perform.
115
   
 In this sense, the piece was cathartic for both the performers and for the audience, 
because as the dance was being performed in public spaces the dancers were part of the 
audience and vice versa. Roving Memorial was Perlo’s first time performing after several 
years in retirement. She danced because of the emotionalism of the piece; she felt that the 
dance helped cope with a myriad of feelings about the fortune to be alive and the tragedy 
that happened on 9/11.
116
 Perlo remembers that the community was already very moved, 
as the performance day was the tenth anniversary of the attacks; there was a heightened 
sense of energy even before the dance began.
117
 The blue sky, reminiscent of the crisp 
weather on 9/11, brought a great feeling of appreciation of life. From the onset, the piece 
had an extra thickness to it; the dancers’ intent was precisely focused beginning with 
meditative slow walking, then raising one arm looking up or down. Perlo explains, “The 
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essence of the dance is simple, but it had a seriousness and a galvanizing power because 
all the walks were from a different local and then arrived, feeling energy, pulling 
together.”118  
 After September 11
th
 Perlo, who was in D.C. during the attacks, had a similar 
reaction to Skaggs’s. She questioned the role of dance in the studio, in the theater, and in 
her life. Perlo wondered how she could get up and go through her usual schedule, being a 
cheerleader for her students and coaching them through movement while she was 
suffering inside.
119
 Art and Movement therapist Pamela Fairweather, living in California 
during the attacks, also struggled to balance taking care of herself emotionally in this 
time of crisis and caring for her patients.
120
 Contact and conversion with other art 
therapists proved to be a valuable resource in self-recovery as well as patient recovery.  
Both Fairweather and Perlo recognized a link between moving and living: “Movement is 
life. You decide if someone is living or not by if they are moving; if not, they are dead. 
People have to be truly in the moment of life.”121 Embracing life and working through the 
tragedy through movement was something that Perlo worked on with her students 
following 9/11. 
 Perlo remembers sitting in circles before every dance class, talking about feeling- 
to see what was going on emotionally with the dancers.
122
 Then, they would release this 
anxiety through dance. One of the first dance sessions after 9/11, Perlo asked her students 
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what their class’s response to 9/11 was going to be. She recalls one young dancer saying 
they needed to continue dancing as that had always been their form of communication. 
This youth’s innocent response, that feelings are synthesized through dance and so one 
must continue dancing to express, highlights the human power to find reason to celebrate, 
even in the mist of tragedy. Often times, the life that remains and the life that was lived 
by those lost, is that cause for hope. 
 The 9/11 terrorist attacks affected a myriad of people, not only those 
geographically close to ground zero. Fairweather, living in California, felt that, “after 
September 11, the larger exterior world of global affairs exploded into my conscious and 
unconscious thoughts, day and night.”123 She became aware of the displacement of 
“American” ideas onto other nations and re-evaluated her views regarding the nature of 
expressive verse oppressive freedom on a global level.
124
 After 9/11, Fairweather began 
to view the world as a less safe place, with fear-induced suspicion creeping into and 
altering her daily routine.
125
 Everything she had once believed was called into question, 
affecting all aspects of her life, even her love for the arts. Summarizing the pervading 
effects of 9/11 on her artistic style Fairweather explains:  
 Significantly, for the first time in my life I stopped listening to music. I stopped 
 dead in my tracks and pulled deeply inside of myself. Day after day I grieved the 
 loss of  thousands of human beings who died, people who I did not know…I 
 grieved because I now was a citizen of an unfamiliar world.
126
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The trauma of 9/11 stripped Fairweather of her voice, which dance and music expressed. 
Much like Skaggs and Perlo, Fairweather did not know how to allow art, which had been 
an element of joy, back into her life after the attacks. Music, something she always 
valued had temporarily lost its place. With time, helping her patients in dance therapy 
sessions, Fairweather was able to help herself overcome this trauma. On dance as a 
medium of trauma recovery, Fairweather says, “I patiently discerned a dissolving of the 
silent oppressive trance produced by the trauma. I was expressively free once more to 
deeply dance away the trance.”127 
 The tenth year anniversary of the 9/11 attacks forced one to revisit these earlier 
feelings of loss. Survivors of the attacks re-examined what it meant to survive, 
synthesized the tragedy, and created artwork to move forward, paying honor to the 
victims and remembering those lost. However, the tenth anniversary remembrance was 
one of celebration. After ten years, the trauma of the attacks was no longer unbearable, 
rather the trauma has transformed into a commemoration. Celebrating the fact that there 
are living survivors and carrying forward in the hope that what is done in daily life will 
eliminate hated and tragedy. 
Section 4: Threads 
 Choreographing Threads was a unique experience unlike any other dance I have 
created. From the onset, there was a sense of obligation to the victims of 9/11 and a 
desire to create movement that would do justice to their suffering. Skaggs’s and Adorno’s 
debate over the role of art after a disaster was fresh in my mind, influencing my creative 
process by making me more conscious of what my dance was trying to convey. I 
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grappled with how I could create a dance worthy of my topic, the watershed day of 
September eleventh, and attempted to clarify my ever-changing message. Was I creating 
a memorial, a commentary, a recreation, or a reflection of that day? These ambiguous 
ideas swarmed my mind revealing that a topic as vast and as potent as 9/11 would not be 
easy to portray. 
 Pressure fueled me, for I did not just have a responsibility towards my professors, 
audience, dancers, and myself, but most importantly, I had a responsibility to the victims 
of 9/11. Once I began to move, these troubles melted away as I found myself in a familiar 
and comforting environment focusing only on my dance. Never did my movement 
separate from my memories of that day and my goal to recapture the shock and the loss. 
Even movements that I originally thought were purely physical, I later understood to have 
a subconscious connection with my experience of 9/11. Early in the artistic process I 
knew that I did not want my piece to be literal. This was the main influence for my 
abstract title, Threads. The title alludes to a gestural theme of an imaginary string, which 
the dancers use in an attempt to stay connected amongst the chaos of 9/11. It also 
encompasses the feeling of interconnection that the country experienced in the wake of 
9/11; American flags were never more plentiful. A literal title mentioning 9/11 would 
have restricted the imagination of the audience by dictating what they should see as 
opposed to enabling the audience to reach its own conclusion, a concept I hold 
paramount. 
 It is my belief that ten years after the attacks, a literal representation of 9/11 
would be not only distasteful, but also inaccessible to audiences. Therefore, I desired the 
dance to be relatable, even if the audience did not understand my message I wanted them 
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to be able to connect in some way to my movement. To do so, I focused on trauma, 
overcoming that trauma, and the relationships that develop as a result; broad topics with 
which all of humanity may relate. My typical goal when choreographing is to elicit a 
response from the audience and to have the dance remain, even briefly, upon their minds. 
With Threads, in particular, I maintained this objective, but also wanted to tell my story 
and in doing so, I wanted to re-examine the effects 9/11 had on my transition into 
adulthood, a reality I had long avoided confronting. 
 The concept of creating what I could not verbally express about 9/11 first 
emerged a year and a half ago. However, in reality, the creation of Threads began that 
crisp September day when the Twin Towers were attacked. The piece has been slowly 
taking form in my mind far before it was named or choreographed, even before I was 
consciously aware. Beginning the chorographical process was therefore not a creation of 
new material, but rather an enabling of movement that had been developing inside of my 
mind and body to be expressed. At times, this was a struggle, as standing in an empty 
studio, I had to weed through contrived phrases to reach natural movement that I felt 
adequately expressed my inner thought in an aesthetically pleasing manner. Since 
Threads became a personal exploration into myself, I was more selective with my 
movements than in the past. Each step and spatial pattern I wanted to have a purpose, 
extraneous material or “fluff” was to be cut from the piece.  
 Releasing and refining movement did not come easily, for linked with this 
process, was my personal re-evaluation of 9/11. In order to dance, I first needed to face 
the effects 9/11 had upon my life, the immediate tension of my body that no one else 
noticed whenever the day is brought up, the feeling of wanting to tell everything and 
Stykes 
 
 
42 
42 
nothing at all, and a persistent fear of another attack stemming from a new global 
perspective. As I have grown, these internally-based reactions developed into external 
worldviews, yet it was not until stumbling upon Peggy Noonan’s Wall Street Journal 
article, “The Children of 9/11 Grow Up,” that I realized I was not alone in my reaction. 
In fact, I am a member of “Generation 9/11,” Noonan’s term for those who were children 
on 9/11, “not little ones who were shielded, but those who were 10 and 12, old enough to 
understand that something dreadful had happened but young enough still to be in 
childhood.”128 How, until reading this article, had I never confronted before the depth of 
the effect 9/11 had upon my life? 
 My perspective has since shifted from my eleven-year-old self who witnessed 
9/11, yet the manifestation of 9/11 is still present through my political and cultural views. 
Reflecting upon the creation of my dance, I realized that my aversion for war did not just 
stem from my value of life, but also from my fear of retaliation on my homeland and my 
looming anxiety of draft in the years following 9/11. Similarly, my interest in sharing 
United States’ culture with other nations, as opposed to forcing it upon them, originated 
from witnessing firsthand the disastrous results of misdirected hate. Even small fixations, 
such as exclusively referring to my country as the United States, as all countries in North 
and South America may be titled “America,” are a result of my conscious attempt to 
shatter any arrogance or entitlement that may have lead up to 9/11. Reading “The 
Children of 9/11 Grow Up” linked many of my worldviews to my past experiences and 
                                                        
128
 Noonan, Peggy. "The Children of 9/11 Grow Up College Students Talk about How 
the Attack Shaped Their Lives." Wall Street Journal, September 11, 2009. Accessed 
February 23, 2011. online.wsj.com. 
 
 
Stykes 
 
 
43 
43 
replaced my hesitation to begin my artistic process with a need to share these ideas that 
were slowly developing inside of me with whomever I could reach. 
 Curiosity drove me to explore multiple forms of art that were created in the wake 
of 9/11. My favorite book, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safron 
Foer, now viewed through an academic lens, became Foer’s attempt to crystallize his 
experience with 9/11 through his child narrator Oskar Schell.
129
 Similarly, Cindy 
Sherman’s clown photography, created two years after 9/11, captures the duality of 
clowns, for although they serve to cheer people up, clowns also possess a quite 
underlying sadness. Her self-portrait photographs, dressed in warped clown suits, reflect 
a similar sadness and confusion within herself after 9/11.
130
 Viewing works of artists that 
surfaced after 9/11 provided inspiration for my movement and gave examples of how 
others have used art to express 9/11 traumas.  
 There was also photography of the event itself, which is horrifying in its honest 
portrayal of the terror. Long before I began rehearsals, while looking at these 
photographs, I designed my costume. They were familiar images in the days following 
the attacks, yet it had been years since I had seen photos of the people covered in ash on 
their way home from work or the man jumping off the tower, choosing to avoid a burning 
death. I wanted my dancers’ costumes to embody these stories of the people of New 
York, both the told and untold stories. From the front my dancers appeared urban chic. 
To capture this look the dancers wore black leggings with high empire waists. On top 
they wore forest green draped t-shirts with flowing sleeves to the elbow.  
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 From face-on, the dancers could have been any New Yorker, any victim of 9/11, 
yet there needed to be a raw element to the costumes as well to fit with the gruesomeness 
of the attack. When the dancers turned around, the backs of their shirts were completely 
bare, exposing the spine, which was painted black up to the hairline with latex paint. My 
costume design was based off of images of people fleeing the twin towers on September 
11
th
. They were dressed in suits, ready for work, yet the urban professionals were 
running, petrified and covered in ash. Through the costumes, I sought to capture this 
dramatic juxtaposition between the confident, composed worker and the terrified, injured 
civilian with both spine and pain exposed. The black spine also exhibited 9/11 
iconography, for when two dancers faced up stage, the lines on their backs looked like 
the Twin Towers. 
 Unlike costumes and music, which were chosen solely by me and introduced 
early in my artistic process, the lighting design was a collaborative final step. Time spent, 
and control over lighting design, was limited since lighting was addressed during the 
already packed tech week and since I have minimal lighting training.
131
 Therefore, it is 
the one aspect of my dance that did not fully embody my concept and left me 
disappointed. The forest green color of the opening lights was contrary the burnt 
destructive atmosphere I had requested. Additionally, having the lights the same color as 
the costumes masked the intricate movement of the dancers as well as their black spines, 
making the environment muted as opposed to vibrant. Originally, moving lights in the 
first section were supposed to give the illusion of dust falling, which would have 
heightened the perception that disaster recently struck. To my great dismay, three days 
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before the performance, logistical complications prevented use of this effect. Regarding 
lights, my favorite moment was the second section as the rising sun effect perfectly 
captured my transition stage, illuminating the sense of stillness and quiet. However, my 
expectations fell short again for the final section, which I had wanted to be filled with 
bright colors and excitement, but actually remained relatively dark and green. Although 
lighting fell short of my expectations, my rigorous rehearsal and choreographic process 
produced movement and dancers who held their own and remained a powerful force on 
stage. 
 Important to the rehearsal process was that my dance be grounded in my personal 
experiences with 9/11, yet encompass others’ reactions to 9/11 as well. Reading, seeing, 
and listening to artistic reactions to 9/11 gave me a sense of others’ attempts to cope with 
the tragedy through untraditional means. I shared these images and readings with my five 
dancers to help connect them to the movement. Importantly, I also shared my personal 
memory of the day, the lasting affect 9/11 has had on my life, and how this was 
manifested through my movement. I described the smoke, the fear, and the disbelief that I 
had for so long kept inside. With my dancers, I spoke of my memories of being a self-
centered child who was angry at my mother for not picking me up early from school like 
the other kids, and then my adult, shamed response upon my learning from my mother 
that thousands of lives were taken and that my fortunate uncle was almost another name 
upon the list of lives lost. Uncle Donald rented a U-hall with other survivors to drive out 
of harms way. The stories continued, my best friend’s 67-year-old grandfather walked. 
He walked out of Manhattan, over the Brooklyn Bridge, twenty-eight miles on foot to the 
front door of his home in Bellmore, Long Island, or my close friend whose brother 
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enlisted in the army after 9/11 and is still in Afghanistan fighting today. These stories 
became my movement: child-cradling and rocking motions, airplane-like gliding steps 
with wing arms, slapping backs in fear and anger, comforting heads on shoulders, 
methodical walking, reaches for the past, and jumps of a soldier with his right hand over 
his heart. 
 All these personal stories of mine, I shared, and then I asked my dancers to do the 
same. The dancers were a variety of ages, ranging from eighteen to twenty-one, and from 
differing geographical locations. Each dancer had a relationship with 9/11, yet none had a 
connection as strong as mine. In fact, growing up Virginia, Pennsylvania and Georgia, 
most dancers had no connection at all beyond news headlines and video footage. 
Attempting a different route to gain a similar goal of expression through dance, I asked 
the dancers to discuss a time when art changed the way they felt about a situation. For 
some, especially the younger dancers, this question provided more insight even though it 
was not directly linked to 9/11. Despite my dismay at finding little personal connection 
between my dancers and 9/11, it helped me to better understand that, although 9/11 was a 
monumental time in my life, it was small in comparison to the history of humanity. The 
narratives of my dancers helped me to better understand the way they thought through the 
way they wrote. Personal narratives also provided information for possible phrase 
material.
132
 In this way, I was able to create my movement, my words, with these bodies 
in mind.  
 In addition to looking at my dancers and my memories for inspiration, I also 
created movement based on art and literature created after 9/11. Part of Extremely Loud 
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and Incredibly Close is a short story, “The Sixth Borough,” which was originally 
published in the New York Times.
133
 This tale encompasses the sense of loss and 
premature goodbyes of 9/11 through a fictional sixth borough that slowly floats away 
from New York City. The most lasting image of “The Sixth Borough” is a bittersweet 
coming of age story, as a young boy and girl, living in different boroughs slowly drift 
apart. All that keeps their connection is  two cans attached by a string made up of, “the 
yo-yo, the doll, the diary, the necklace, the quilt, the clothesline, the birthday present, the 
harp, the tea bag, the table lamp, the tennis racket, the hem of the skirt he one day should 
have pulled from her body.”134 Re-reading this story I realized that I, along with my 
fellow members of Generation 9/11, was like the young children in the story forced by 
9/11 to mature into adulthood before I was ready. I converted my memories into 
movement, and seeing them performed by my dancers in front of me, I understood all I 
had experienced and all I had transcended on account of 9/11. There was also a strong 
feeling that 9/11 was behind me, behind us. I was acutely aware that, unlike if the piece 
were performed ten years ago, no audience members, besides those who had spoken with 
me, would understand my message because the country had moved past the trauma. This 
led to the realization that although I may be a member of Generation 9/11, collectively 
we had moved past the tragedy after which we were named.   
 Taken by “The Sixth Borough” and its innocent yet accurate portrayal of the 
effects of loss, I created a duet based off of the narrative, which takes place in a spotlight 
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center stage. Like the members of the borough, the male and female dancers vacillate 
between feelings of frustration and empathy as seen in the sharp hands smacking their 
partner’s head, alternated with the soft hands and cuddling movements of gently 
comforting one another. At first, the duet easily and joyously crosses the imaginary 
barrier erected in the middle of the stage. However, as this imaginary divide increases, 
their leaps and jumps across it become more difficult and larger, like the long jumper in 
the story trying to jump between Manhattan and the ever-drifting sixth borough.  
 Eventually, a gestural phrase of intricate hand movements represents the 
introduction of the string to connect them. Holding an imaginary string with her middle 
finger and thumb, the dancer ties and loops this string, handing it over to her partner who 
does the same, always looking at the string as though it were the only hope left. In this 
way the dancers attempt to stay connected physically and emotionally, yet time and 
distance slowly separates them despite their efforts. The final image of this duet is the 
man sending a message through the string, which the woman keeps forever. As she 
slowly walks backwards, pulling the unending string towards her, the gentle music fades 
as the couple drifts apart. The aftermath is a transitional period of silence. 
 The choreography for this duet came very easily with movement flowing from my 
body. The minute and a half duet was choreographed in just a half hour, which is fast for 
my choreographic process. The movement manifested easily because of the close tie I 
have with the story I was trying to tell. Focusing on a message, rather than solely 
aesthetics, brought intensity to my choreographic process. I was excited at what I had 
created and anxious to put the movement on bodies. There is also an unspeakable quality 
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that the dance expresses for me. Movement gracefully captures an idea that words fumble 
to explain: the beauty, the sadness and the indefinite nature of loss. 
 The duet is the end of the first section of Threads, which was divided up into 
three sections, each having a different sound score and representing one of Horowitz’s 
three stages of trauma: denial, working through, and completion.
135
 For the first section, 
the frozen stage of denial, I selected Hauscka’s Schönes Madchen. Musically, Hauschka 
fuses classical instruments with electronics to create an unusual, yet comforting score. I 
chose Schrönes Machen, in part, because of the trajectory of the musical score. The piece 
begins simply and then layers the music to grow in intensity, only to then taper out again 
with a calmness that slowly rebuilds once more before fading away. This trajectory of 
two climaxes models the layout for the first section of my dance, which begins with 
intense, but small movement and builds in energy to calm down again with the duet, 
which once more increases in sharpness and speed to fade away. I also wanted a cello in 
the first piece because it is the instrument that is closest in tone to the human voice. In 
Schrönes Machen, the cello breaks the continuous flow of the first minute powerfully 
playing over the other music, like a solo voice of hope amongst distress.  
 Similarly, to the beginning of Schrönes Machen, my four dancers scatter the stage 
kneeling on the floor and singing with their hands, “do, re, mi, fa, so, la, ti, do.” They do 
this repeatedly as though, like the accompaniment, they are struck in a repetitive trance. 
There is a duality to the hand gestures; on the one hand, they are the dancers’ attempt at 
communicating with their hands what their voices cannot express, on the other, the hand 
movements are closely tied with my personal memory of 9/11. I first heard the news of 
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the Twin Towers being struck by a plane in Mr. Clifton’s, music class. Shocked himself, 
by the story that his cell phone world newscast revealed, Mr. Clifton shared the 
information with the class, unaware that students were meant to be protected with 
ignorance until school was dismissed at three p.m. Despite the administration’s best 
efforts, students learned that there was justification for the anxiousness that fueled their 
feeble childish jokes. Each period class size shrunk as fearful parents picked up students 
from school. Through the opening hand gestures, I sought to capture this sense of 
avoidance, discussing 9/11 in the hope it would disappear. 
 Through the mess of dancers on the floor, attempting to speak with their hands, to 
catch the unattainable, and to clean up the mess, one dancer emerges – along with the 
voice of the cello - and with a pedestrian walk from the upstage right wing, her right arm 
held high in pride and perseverance, despite the suffering around her, she wakes the 
others out of their frozen state. To get the desired movement quality, both from my 
dancers and lighting designer, I showed photographs of the ash that consumed New York 
- ash that was not light and powdery, but filled with shards of glass, chunks of concrete, 
and remains of bodies. The visual, as well as audio aids, helped to capture the shocked 
sense of disbelief in my dancers. 
 The silence that greets the end of the duet in section one is a transitional period 
where the dancers’ movement gradually grows in tempo and range of motion as they 
transition. Silence draws attention to small threading hand gestures that begin section two 
and grow to become powerful high-legged kicks. Varying level, and rolling on the floor 
in circular paths, and with elongated reaching limbs, the dancers one by one finally make 
their way to standing, completing the transition as the music for section three begins. In 
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section two, dancers are working through the trauma that paralyzed them in section one, 
as seen through their increased paths and less careful quality of movement. At the end of 
the silence of section two, dancers have found their voice, represented both by the music 
and their increased range of motion; they begin taking action. They jump in couples, 
fearlessly attacking the air and diving to the ground, spinning one another around. Loose 
shaking movement displays a relaxed, joyous quality that had not existed earlier in the 
dance, and a quirky hip-shaking motif emerges.  
 The musical accompaniment of section three, Firn, has a jazzy twist, fitting nicely 
with the more upbeat celebratory movement of the final section. I chose a piece by the 
same composer as section one so that the musical accompaniment would be compatible, 
but not the same. Firn is more aggressive and joyous than Schrönes Machen, however, it 
keeps with a similar classical meets electronic repetitive style. Complementing this new 
music, section three has buoyant movement, introducing levity into the piece that was not 
present earlier. The dancers shake in celebration of their triumph. They move their hips 
and prance, showing off their continual power and unity despite the trauma of the attacks. 
Arms held high, head back, they rejoice at the mere power of living. However, embedded 
in this merriment is a constant struggle represented by the backwards-running motions, 
pumping arms, and sharp almost weapon-like kicks. The thread motif is reintroduced in 
the final section, as are the do, re, mi, fa, hand gestures.  Yet this time, the movement has 
more energy, it is bolder and more direct than in parts one and two. 
 Symbolizing the continual struggle of 9/11, despite having moved past the 
trauma, two dancers begin a hip-moving, fight-like phrase. In a deep plie, their hips are 
loose, bouncing from side to side in enjoyment, while their upper body remains stoic in a 
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traditional boxing stance. Hands in fists, arms parallel raised to eye level for protection, 
the dancers’ arms move side to side, constantly ready to strike back in defense. In this 
way, their upper body maintains a continual struggle, the concept that one can never 
completely forget 9/11, while the bottom half of their body celebrates the journey they 
have traveled and how far they have come. Two dancers begin this final phrase. 
Meanwhile the couple from the duet continues the string motif, attempting to pull one 
another closer and finally succeeding in doing so. After this, they join the other two 
dancers in the final phrase, creating a small army. Finally, the fifth dancer, the same 
dancer who walked tall in the beginning, links up with the rest. Together, they dance in 
remembrance of 9/11, hips swinging, arms strong in protection, until at once they jump to 
the sky, looking up, right arm over their hearts, left arm high in the air, they jump and the 
lights are cut, giving the illusion that the dancers, unlike the towers, never came down.  
Conclusion 
 Dancing through Trauma in Post 9/11 New York explores the role of dance as a 
vehicle of healing through movement in the wake of 9/11. Section one investigates the 
importance of expression in overcoming trauma. As psychologist and trauma therapy 
specialist, James Pennebaker, explains through the psychosomatic theory of inhibition, 
holding in memories affects the physical and mental body. Inhibitions place stressors 
upon the individual and, until traumatic experiences are expressed, speaking, writing, 
music or dance, the victim is unable to move on. Ambiguous loss, discussed by educator 
and researcher, Pauline Boss, also prevents survivors from working through trauma. After 
9/11, thousands of families were left not knowing what happened to their loved ones, 
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only that they had perished in the terrorist attacks. Boss argues that, until this void of 
unknowing is filled, survivors will have difficulty continuing with a healthy lifestyle.  
 In Section two, I argue that this void may be filled creatively through dance and 
movement therapy, which can trace its roots back to the Middle Ages ‘maniacal’ dancing, 
which was thought to prevent and heal pandemic diseases. Dance continues to act as a 
language to speak traumas too difficult to be expressed through traditional means. The 
founding of modern dance codified dance and introduced improvisation, facilitating the 
development of dance and movement therapy. A close look at Edsall’s journey to self 
understanding and acceptance through dance is analyzed as an example of the 
subconscious manifesting physically in the dance leading to psychological healing. 
 Through section three’s analysis of Paul Taylor’s Promethean Fire and Sarah 
Skaggs’s Dances for Airports, I investigate the different means through which dance 
evokes 9/11. Promethean Fire, premiered ten months after the 9/11 attacks, expressed for 
many audience and community members, sorrow, anger, struggle, and rebirth that they 
were experiencing in the wake of 9/11. Choreographer Paul Taylor never verifies 
verbally the link between Promethean Fire and 9/11. However, regardless of 
choreographer intent, dance cannot be separated from the environment that created it, 
with the environment at the time transfixed upon the disaster which had recently been 
experienced. Sarah Skaggs’ choreography more directly addresses the affect of 9/11 on 
her life. Using dance as a form of healing, Skaggs created a reflective solo in the wake of 
9/11. Trapped by the horrors of 9/11, Skaggs was unable to move past the event for many 
years. Dances for Airports continued to be reworked in the ten years following the 
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attacks until its final transformation into a massive public works dance in three cities 
affected by terrorism:  New York City, Washington D.C. and Shanksville, Pennsylvania.  
 The final section of my thesis is a personal exploration of dance as trauma 
therapy. Based on my experiences and academic research, I created a dance work for five 
dancers entitled Threads. The performance is a dance of remembrance created through a 
process of healing. Fusing personal experiences as a child witness of 9/11 with 
expressionist art that was created following the attacks, choreography was developed and 
staged. Threads encompasses my personal growth from trauma to remembrance, which 
mirrors the journey traveled by the people of New York City.   
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